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The lived experience is the unifying concept of Woman’s 
Art Journal’s Spring/Summer 2025 issue. All four articles 
chronicle artistic practices and worldly relationships as a 

methodological lens reflecting heightened aesthetic and 
subjective spaces of sexuality, reality, abstraction, and 
biography. Rebecca Horn’s prosthetic body extensions, 
employed in her 1972 performance Finger Gloves, on our front 
cover, center radical infirmity as her lived experience in the new 
field of disability studies and disability art history, charted in 
Amanda Cachia’s extraordinary feature essay. Having coined 
the term “hospital aesthetics” to prescribe habitable and 
hospitable stations for chronic illness and “preponderances of 
pain” that counter traditional measurements of medicine and 
therapy, Cachia presents disabled artists Yo-Yo Lin and Jenni-
Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen, amongst others, as 
contemporary heirs to Horn’s earlier artistic visions in the 
pursuit of an expansive language of infirmity.  

Johanna Amos’s article on the Bayard Memorial, dedicated 
in 1907 near the Delaware Art Museum, challenges the stated 
purpose of public memorials to historical male figures, their 
power and promise as permanent landmarks of glory. More 
interesting than the  “life of the sculpture” is Amos’s focus on 
the sculptor herself: Euphrosyne “Effie” Stillman, a British-
American artist working in the late nineteenth century, and her 
correspondence with the Delaware art collector and patron, 
Samuel Bancroft, Jr. Recounting the memorial’s presence 
through the lived experiences of a young woman sculptor 
brings an entirely new perspective to the competitive politics 
around public commissions and, most revealingly, to Stillman’s 
own ambitious artistic training and aspirations. The memorial’s 
lasting impression is, in fact, a “testament to women artists’ 
perseverance.”  

The timely article by Rachel Winter on Palestinian artist Samia 
Halaby, born in Jerusalem, challenges her marginalization from 
Palestinian art histories and the broader exclusion of Arab 
diaspora artists from the canon of American art. Halaby’s 
paintings reverberate with her language of abstract picturing, 
universal and local depictions of reality through her general 
principles of experiences, and her distillation of abstraction to the 
essential attributes bridging art and daily life. These connections, 
Winter argues, communicate “living cultural processes” through 
global and local notions of place and space. Halaby’s abstractions 
are discussed across the geographical axes of Palestine, New 
York, and the Midwest, but their roots are securely fastened to 
the Arab world.  

Luke Williams conveys the labyrinthian histories of slavery 
and the calculated template of the Black figure in contemporary 
art markets in his forceful presentation of multidisciplinary 
artist Trina Michelle Robinson. By embracing archival and 
nonperformative strategies in printmaking and video that 
redact and abstract her own family’s reckoning with 
enslavement, Robinson denies the viewer’s expectations of 
Black representation, instead emancipating herself and her 

audience “toward freedom sought in the kink, the fugitive, 
[and] the otherworldy.” Through fabulation, glitch, and 
nonperformance, Robinson accesses “the lived experiences of 
her ancestors.” 

Our illustrious new book reviews editor, Melissa Mednicov, 
has successfully begun her tenure at WAJ, succeeding Alison 
Poe who graciously guided this issue’s early development, and 
supported by Erin Devine and Sierra Holt. Ana Vivoda engages 
the distinctions between the terms decolonial and post-colonial 
in art and textile in her review of a “pluriversal,” anti-racist 
educational research study critiquing hegemonic white 
feminisms. Mickalene Thomas exercises bell hooks’s 
inspirations on love, vulnerability, and eroticism, a love letter 
and “love ethic” to queerness and Black women, in a recent 
survey catalogue discussed by Grace McCormick. The art, 
writing, teaching, curating, and Black feminist activism of 
Howardena Pindell are presented in two significant books, 
covered by crystal am nelson, where surface tension, 
abstraction, materiality, and collage work in unison to reveal 
the artist’s political position and past, haptic creative strategies 
argued as “Black feminist modernisms.” Emma Oslé considers 
the vernacular language of Latinx abstractionist Virginia 
Jaramillo, based in Los Angeles, whose painting series undulate 
and vibrate with the “force of fighting colors” to engage 
directly with the environment. Roja Najafi undertakes two 
reviews about postwar women Abstract Expressionists, the first 
addressing the formation of a singular art collection, the second 
strategically expanding the reach of gestural abstraction to 
global geographies and movements beyond a Euro-American 
framework.  

Ruth Asawa’s captivating drawings are given equal 
attention to her hanging looped-wire sculptures, “drawings in 
space,” in a joint review by Mark Bloch, one a fascinating 
graphic novel that retells the artist’s troubling yet mesmerizing 
biography in innovative ways. Nancy E. Green covers a 
magisterial exhibition catalogue on Sonia Delaunay, 
showcasing a “living art” that dissolves boundaries between 
modern life and art in form and color. Disregarding Vasari’s 
ideas of creative male genius to recover anonymous labor and 
collaborative networks, mostly female, Elizaveta Kushnareva’s 
review reveals women’s vast contributions in painting as well 
as lacemaking and needlework, among other neglected arts, 
from the early Renaissance to the early modern period. Claudia 
Goldstein explores a comprehensive monograph on 
seventeenth-century Dutch botanist Agnes Block, whose troves 
of scientific and horticultural knowledge, cultivated self-
fashioning, and meticulous collection of botanical watercolors 
place her firmly in the revisionist histories of Dutch 
Enlightenment. 

 
Joan Marter and Aliza Rachel Edelman 

 Editors, Woman’s Art Journal  
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O
n September 6, 2024, German artist Rebecca Horn 

(1944–2024) passed away at the age of eighty. Just 

before her death she was able to see a major survey of 

her work on display at the Haus der Kunst in Munich, curated 

by Senior Curator Jana Baumann.1 Like all of us, Horn 

experienced disability, illness, and infirmity, but it was her 

early experience in the studio most frequently chronicled in 

her biography, when, in the 1960s, she became sick due to the 

exposure of harsh chemicals and toxins in her art materials. At 

that time, whilst only in her twenties, Horn developed a lung 

infection and had to be hospitalized for a period. She 

recovered in a sanatorium in Barcelona over the course of a 

year, and it was this time in convalescence that proved to be 

greatly impactful to the augmentation of her creative ideas. To 

cope with the isolation and tedious nature of her experience in 

the sanatorium, she drew sketches of body extensions and 

prosthetics inspired by medical equipment to explore both the 

limitations and possibilities for the body. By eventually 

developing her drawings into sculptural three-dimensional 

prosthetics and performances, Horn was able to experiment 

with how the body retains malleable qualities by which it 

shifts and transforms into new shape and form based on the 

physical and social conditions in which it is found, whether 

imposed by exterior, unwelcome conditions or bodies, or by 

choice. In numerous interviews, Horn has described how her 

time in the hospital was difficult as she was neither given a 

precise estimation on how long her recovery would take, nor 

how long she would be there.2 After one year of restless 

waiting, she took matters into her own hands: she walked out 

of the sanatorium by her own admission and recovered at 

home on bedrest, still taking medications for a prolonged 

period. 

This qualification between imposition and choice is an 

important difference to dwell on, because it may be argued 

that Horn’s work was a direct response to the agency she 

undoubtedly sought over her own body in a time when she 

felt vulnerable, weak, and immobile, without ability to feel 

and to sense, as she likely once did. Perhaps she even felt 

threatened or frightened? By imagining and then actualizing 

her wondrous prosthetic creations, Horn was able to devise 

and redefine the world of the medical industrial complex into 

a more habitable and hospitable space for herself, and for 

others, conceivably, that would feed her intellectual and 

creative inquiries for years to come. Her prostheses could 

move and feel and sense the world in ways that indicated, 

arguably, an overcompensation for her lack of ability to do 

those same things in the stages of her illness, wherein they 

gave her superpowers and a heightened experience of her 

surroundings at a time when she felt disempowered. Her 

prosthetic extensions were sensual and gave the artist access to 

explore desire and sexuality through tactile sensation typically 

denied or repressed when one is weak or ill. Her prosthetic 

extensions were possibly viewed as strange, perceived even 

antagonistically by and toward others, yet gave her control 

over an environment that was equally unfamiliar to her. And 

her prosthetic extensions were mysterious and allowed her to 

remain elusive, undefinable, and powerful, like a stranger in 

the night. All these qualities—captured within Horn’s 

astounding reworking of objects—firmly extends to the 

language of radical infirmity and the generative power that 

this vernacular wields within the scholarly framework of 

disability studies. 

This essay argues that the oeuvre of Horn’s cockfeathers, 

fans, and arm, leg, shoulder, and head extensions, and in fact 

much of her artistic and epistemological reach, is more 

capacious than previously credited. Horn’s experiences with 

illness and disability intuitively and profoundly shaped her 

approach to artmaking and to the objects she produced, yet 

there is little other scholarship on how her work is connected 

to disability studies. In concert with disability studies, this 

essay shows how Horn’s work is very much connected to 

hospital aesthetics, a neologism I have recently coined, and 

also the title for my forthcoming second book, Hospital 
Aesthetics: Disability, Medicine, Activism (2025).3 Operating from 
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a place of empowerment and agency, hospital aesthetics is 

defined as artwork by disabled artists, exploring the ever-

subjective experience of being sick and ill, set apart from, and 

outside of, a clinical and therapeutic setting, and in opposition 

to the medical model of disability. Horn’s work falls within 

this realm, indeed, it was a direct response to the agency she 

was undoubtedly seeking over her own body. This essay seeks 

to articulate these qualities of hospital aesthetics within this 

new critical framework. In turn, this alternative reading of 

Horn’s work contributes new discourses to the flourishing 

field of disability art history, wherein the lived experience of 

disability is centered, and where disability is deployed as a 

core methodology in art praxis. A disability lens offers new 

readings of art from the recent past and provides a much-

neglected narrative of contemporary art that most art 

historians did not even realize was missing. 

In the following sections, Horn’s work is framed 

within disability studies terminology to provide a 

theoretical and philosophical apparatus grounding 

this paper’s arguments: terms applied, such as the 

lived experience of disability and hospital 

aesthetics, complicate Horn’s use of the prosthesis, 

and several of Horn’s early works are detailed to 

animate this perspective. Then, two contemporary 

disabled artists, whose works build off Horn’s in 

dynamic and exciting ways, are presented: the 

emerging, interdisciplinary Taiwanese-American 

artist Yo-Yo Lin (b. 1993), currently living and 

working in Taipei; and Finnish artist Jenni-Juulia 

Wallinheimo-Heimonen (b. 1974), recently featured 

in the Finnish Pavilion at the 2024 Venice Biennale. 

By holding up Horn’s earlier activities alongside the 

careers of Lin and Wallinheimo-Heimonen, we may 

productively and generatively bring the former’s 

practice into disability art discourse for an even 

deeper, more complex understanding of her 

subjects.     

 

In 2022, the disability and design scholar, Sara 

Hendren, wrote a small text for Art in America 

entitled “Impairment as Impetus,” a response to the 

magazine’s elucidation on how five different 

historic works, including Horn’s 1972 performance, 

Finger Gloves (see Fig. 2 and front cover), was 

“spurred by disability.”4 Despite Hendren’s astute 

observations, and acknowledging that Horn’s 

experiences with illness and disability profoundly 

shaped her approach to artmaking, there is little 

additional scholarship on how her work is 

connected to disability studies.5 To this point, 

Horn’s lived experiences of disability always already indicated a 

fundamental relationship to this discipline, which emphasizes 

the importance, in scholarship, of chronicling the lived 

experiences of disability in order to aid our understanding of 

the ever-increasing nuances and complexities of disabled 

embodiment. Like Horn’s prostheses, the human body is 

equally precarious and intricate; disability studies not only 

explicate these narratives but push them forward as legitimate 

discourses, especially as the academy itself comes to learn and 

receive disability as an insightful pedagogy and methodology 

for the canon. While Horn’s praxis is aligned with the 

important works by her generation of female artist peers from 

the 1970s—including Senga Nengudi (b. 1943), Carolee 

Schneemann (1939–2019), Marina Abramovic (b. 1946), Valie 

Export (b. 1940), Lygia Clark (1920–1988), Hannah Wilke (1940–

1993), Ann Hamilton (b. 1956), and Niki de Saint Phalle (1930–
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Fig. 1. Rebecca Horn, Measure Box (1970), steel and 
aluminum. Copyright 2025: Rebecca Horn / Moontower 
Foundation, Photographer: Achim Thode. © 2025 Rebecca 
Horn / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-
Kunst, Bonn.



2002), amongst others—when, collectively, they were 

consumed by experimentation with the bodily corpus 

across various socio-cultural, geographic, and racial 

contexts, Horn’s work, individually, offered something 

else not emphasized or articulated in satisfactory or 

illuminating ways. That is, how much her work 

intertwines with those examples by disabled artists and 

the disability art movement generally, where Horn 

intergenerationally and unequivocally finds compatibility 

with artists from the 1980s and 1990s, such as Bob 

Flanagan, Felix Gonzalez-Torres, and Jo Spence (1934–

1992), who used their ailing health as a palette for their art, 

namely cystic fibrosis, AIDS, and breast cancer, in that 

order. It is important to acknowledge that, in this essay, 

the definition of disability is necessarily capacious and 

utilizes disability studies scholar Robert McRuer’s crip 

theory, which advocates for a broader definition of 

disability that incorporates sickness and immunocom-

promised conditions across intersectional axes of identity 

and difference.6 By engaging in disability as an affirming 

and encompassing term, Horn’s life-threatening illness is 

treated as part of this corporal spectrum. 

Historical and canonical artists have used prostheses 

in problematic ways that denigrate the experience of 

being an amputee and a prosthesis user. Artists 

critiqued in earlier writings, including by this author, 

ranging from Hans Bellmer and Robert Gober to 

Matthew Barney, used the trope of the prosthesis as a 

prop to evoke trauma, pathos, and violence that placed 

disability—real disabled bodies—into a limiting and 

stereotypical framework conditioned on fear and the 

monstrous.7 The work of scholar and prosthesis-user 

Vivian Sobchack is invoked, who similarly argued for 

scholarship grounded in the lived experience of the 

amputee, and their relationship with their prostheses, 

rather than a metaphorical opportunism so frequently 

deployed across visual culture.8 In this context, metaphorical 

opportunism means that individuals will take advantage of 

opportunities that may present themselves in relation to the 

prosthesis by using clichéd metaphors. At first glance, Horn’s 

work also appears to fall into a deployment of this 

opportunistic trope, especially because her work has also been 

described as Surrealist, another movement critiqued in 

relation to its fetishism towards disabled hybrid forms.9 By 

contrast, Horn’s artistic inquiries about her own lived 

experience of illness set her apart from opportunism and 

redundant stereotypes with far-reaching prosthetic 

explorations. There are other interpretations of Horn’s work 

that intentionally refuse or avoid discussion of her biography 

and prosthetic use. But literally and metaphorically drawing 

from one’s lived experience within a sanctioned and 

uncompromised disability justice framework is an acceptable 

practice within disability studies scholarship, a practice that has 

extended into contemporary disability art practice as well.10 

Scholarship around a distinct disability art history is still 

evolving, and positing the lived experience of disability as a 

critical methodology in art practice helps to complicate and 

enrich the language and definition of disability art. The 

relatively current literature developed by other curators and art 

historians on Horn’s prostheses allowed her to sense the world 

around her more profoundly, and that her human/animal or 

human/machine hybrids gave her access to other speculative 

worlds where her imagination could run rampant.11 But a 

connection to disability studies is strikingly absent, and so, too, 

is the explication of Horn’s lived experiences with the medical 

industrial complex and how it shaped the methodology for her 

art praxis. 

In 2019, Diana Bularca wrote an essay entitled “Rebecca 

Horn: Devising Intersubjective Connections,” which focused 

on Horn’s earlier works from the 1970s in a bid to draw more 

attention to them over her films, installations, and mechanical 

sculptures.12 At the same time, Bularca steered away from 

focusing too much on Horn’s inspiration for these early works, 

acknowledging that while Horn’s “subjectivity … drove her 

artistic production,” she wanted to treat “her life experiences 

… as parallel to what [she argued] her early works imply.”13 In 

a proselytic move, Bularca suggests that Horn’s work was 

much about intersubjective relations and establishing 
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Fig. 2. Rebecca Horn, Finger Gloves (1972), performance, fabric, and balsa wood, 
27 1/2” (length). Photograph by Achim Thode; Published by Galerie Eric Franck, 
Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum, Gift of the artist. © 2025 
Rebecca Horn / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn. 



connections with others through her prosthetic objects. 

Despite the fact that this desire arose from Horn’s loneliness 

and isolation in the hospital, Bularca states, “Her work does 

not simply engage with her subjectivity but aims to incite the 

individual to find a beneficial interaction and effect.”14 

However, why must Horn’s subjectivity—her lived 

experience—be cleaved from the problems and complexities 

that her work offers us, and indeed, her desire to establish 

intersubjective connections and relations? Why must her lived 

experience—quite separate to the facts of her biography—

remain in a silo, as though it has no bearing on her 

methodology and the executed work itself? Bularca draws 

from other art historians to validate or justify her position 

(ranging from the likes of Mignon Nixon, Lynne Cooke, and 

Katharina Schmidt), proposing that despite the artistic trend to 

decenter subjectivity, biographical interpretation is still an 

attractive temptation when we interpret art and (presumably) 

should be avoided at all costs.15 

There are many important theoretical strands of disability 

studies scholarship that center the lived experience. The 

introduction to Carrie Sandahl and Philip Auslander’s 2005 

edited volume, Bodies in Commotion: Disability and Performance, 

states: “The notion that disability is a kind of performance is to 

people with disabilities not a theoretical abstraction but lived 

experience.”16 Sandahl and Auslander continue that, while the 

constructive precepts put forth by postwar sociologist Erving 

Goffman on the “the performance of everyday life,” as well as 

those by late twentieth-century philosopher Judith Butler on 

the “performativity” of gender and queerness, are familiar 

psychoanalytic frameworks within related academic 

disciplines, the notion that disability is a performance, too, is 

still not widely theorized.17 Sandahl and Auslander are, 

therefore, arguing for the validity of the lived experience of 

disability, and that the way that the disabled body must 

perform on a daily basis is one that must be scrutinized and 

catalyzed in academic circles, so that we may all benefit from 

the new insights it brings. 

It is even more important to consider those analyses 

informed by feminism and gender studies. Community health 

scholar Christine Kelly speaks of the value of “building 

bridges with accessible care,” by which disability studies and 

feminist care inform each other’s scholarship.18 Indeed, Kelly’s 

work shows us that ingrained in disability studies is the desire 

to build connections and community with others, very much 

in line with Bularca’s interpretation of intersubjective 

connections at play in Horn’s work. While feminist and queer 

art historians, including the seminal Linda Nochlin, Griselda 

Pollock, Amelia Jones, Maura Reilly, Jenni Sorkin, and Jack 

Halberstam, have successfully theorized Horn’s work in 

relation to artists Clark, Wilke, and others, drawing from 

feminist, performance-based, therapeutic, and body art 

practices, Horn’s oeuvre would benefit significantly from 

additional framing, particularly from the research of 

Rosemarie Garland-Thomson and Petra Kuppers, both 

disability studies scholars invested in disabled movement, 

dance, and choreography. What these esteemed scholars bring 

to the table is an additional layering of theory, an intersectional 

reading of Horn’s work that accounts for the lived 

experience.19 In her essay “Dares to Stares: Disabled Women 

Performance Artists and the Dynamics of Staring,” Garland-

Thomson examines the ocular dynamics of staring, and how 

the performance-based works of Cheryl Mae Wade (1948–

2013), Mary Duffy (b. 1961), and Carrie Sandahl (b. 1968) 

deflect and return the incriminating glare of the non-disabled 

person, drawing from the “daily experience shared by all 

disabled people of managing, deflecting, resisting, or 

renouncing stares.”20 Garland-Thomson further acknowledges 

a key difference between the male gaze that desires a non-

disabled female body versus a disabled body—the male gaze 

desiring a female breast considered a “normal” erotic interest, 

the same male gaze desiring the limb of an amputee 

considered pathological and deviant.21 Wade, Duffy, and 

Sandahl challenge and disrupt these modalities of staring at 

disabled female bodies.22 In a related sense, the expression of 

hospital aesthetics identifies disabled artists charting 

immunocompromised bodies, disabling medical assistive 

devices (including prostheses), and eschewing a radical 

sensorial approach to hospital aesthetics by unapologetically 

demanding desire and a fulfilling sex life despite being 

deemed asexual by society at large.23 Horn’s presence and her 

artistic legacy is most certainly felt as a profound forebear of 

sick body discourse, and this article argues for her lineage to 

be centered and acknowledged across art historical and visual 

culture writings, curatorial and museum studies, disability 

studies, and many other related fields.  

 

Horn’s early works from the 1970s activate these theories. 

Her Measure Box (1970; Fig. 1) shows a white woman, 

dressed in a black sweater, black jeans, and black shoes, 

standing upright and still, her arms casually placed on each side 

of her body, hands resting on her thighs. She stares off to the 

side with a neutral facial expression, seemingly unaffected by 

the fact that she is caged by a rectangular black box filled by 

horizontal rows of steel spokes that spear diagonally through 

the frame. Measure Box likely alludes to Horn’s experiences of 

being measured during her prolonged time in the hospital for 

all kinds of vitals, such as height, weight, temperature, and 

blood pressure, which are always taken during regular visits to 

the doctor’s office—so the notion, for doctors, that the body is 

an objective source of statistics is a familiar one. But Horn’s 

imaginative measuring box-cum-tool clearly functions over and 

above the act of measuring and shows the viewer something 

more. Katharina Schmidt has alluded to how Horn’s oppressive 

hospital experiences spawned her medical equipment-inspired 

sculptures.24 Horn was also likely poked and prodded by the 

hands and devices of all kinds of groping doctors, and in the 

asylum, she was confined and isolated in a chamber or cell, with 

only very small windows from which to peer onto the outside 

world. The box is a metaphor for her literal and psychological 

confinement, where she probably felt as though the walls of her 

room were caving in on her from all sides, sharply and 

painfully, with no means of escape or reprieve.  

From a feminist and disabled viewpoint, we can also 

productively take away from Measure Box how Horn’s body is 
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mapped onto space by real-world measurements (as opposed to 

an ideal or supposedly “normal” body size, like the 

mathematical, harmonious proportions that architect Le 

Corbusier used in The Modular from 1948).25 Yet the body is less 

than perfect; further, it is sensory and fluid, and society’s worldly 

measurements ought to honor them. Horn’s body is variously 

measured and trapped by the medical establishment, by the 

male gaze, and by society’s impossible standards, but here, she 

shows an unwillingness to conform to perfectionism, the so-

called ideal for a woman’s body.  

As a child and teenager, my height was constantly 

measured at the doctor’s office for metrics of growth progress. 

Given my rare form of dwarfism making me much shorter in 

stature than the average young person, the measure process 

was always a metaphorical pain point; options were offered to 

take growth hormonal therapy and endure limb lengthening 

surgery (to increase length and “correct” height) in order to 

cosmetically “fit” into society, yet this is notoriously painful 

with a long recovery process. Ironically, for me, Horn’s 

Measure Box  evokes both literal and metaphorical 

preponderances of pain, where the threatening steel prongs 

directed from the four diagonal sides surrounding Horn’s 

body promise suffering and even bloodshed. 

Horn’s Finger Gloves (1972; Fig. 2 and front cover), one of 

the most popular cited works from early in her career, aimed 

to extract more sensory information by using the elongated 

gloves made from wooden sticks covered with black fabric—

the prosthetic gloves were strapped to the wearer’s wrists and 

extended a little over thirty-five inches from the hands and 

fingers. Horn was known to have worn them several times 

during performances, some captured on film. They gave her 

the ability to reach things much further beyond her regular 

grasp and to refine and enhance her senses beyond ordinary 

human capacity. Horn gained a new spatial cognition through 

new faculties and an imaginative apparatus that, according to 

Schmidt, “challenge[s] the extent of dexterity and flexibility, 

and the extremes of sensory perception.”26 Calling them 

“ladyfingers,” Schmidt brings a feminist reading to Finger 
Gloves in line with her erotically-charged observations.27 There 

is a politics to this work, where Horn also empowers herself 

with these greater capacities historically out of metaphorical 

reach for women and disabled people.  

The empowerment of Finger Gloves is manifest for disabled 

people through the engagement of a fantastical prosthesis that 

offers Horn agency, as opposed to a prosthesis forced upon her 

by doctors in a bid to “correct” or “fix,” apropos the medical 

model of disability. In her essay, Giuliana Bruno talks about 

how Horn’s contraptions recall nineteenth-century 

orthopedics commonly seen in textbook medical drawings, 

inclusive of wheelchairs.28 In these primitive armatures, the 

body is an instrument to be manipulated, where the user, 

rather than being empowered, is subject to medical 

experimentation and societal fascination. Indeed, the body 

becomes immobilized instead of mobilized, a complete 

antithesis to the purpose behind the prosthetic construction. 

Having devised the term “hospital aesthetics,” many 
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Fig. 3. Rebecca Horn, film still for Cornucopia, Séance for Two Breasts 
(1970). © 2025 Rebecca Horn / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / 
VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn. 

Fig. 4. Rebecca Horn, film still for Cornucopia, Séance for Two Breasts 
(1970). © 2025 Rebecca Horn / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / 
VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



Pl. 1. Rebecca Horn, Arm Extensions (1968). Unknown 
photographer. © 2025 Rebecca Horn / Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.

Pl. 2. Yo-Yo Lin, channels (2022), courtesy of artist Yo-Yo Lin. Photo 
by Zack Filkoff.

Pl. 3. Yo-Yo Lin, channels (2022), courtesy of artist Yo-Yo Lin. Photo by Ahad Subzwari (courtesy of The Shed).



contemporary disabled artists are discussed for developing 

their own medical tools and equipment to empower themselves 

and their bodies as a reaction against the inhumane treatment 

received at the hands of the medical industrial complex: artists 

like Sunaura Taylor (b. 1982), Jesse Darling (b. 1981), and 

Bhavna Mehta (b. 1968), amongst many others, utilize all kinds 

of prostheses—the medical X-Ray, the cane, the walker, and 

dehumanizing photographs of disabled people in medical 

textbooks—to challenge the vulnerability and violence 

experienced in medical settings both historically and at present. 

Indeed, Horn literally took matters back into her own hands, 

exploring the world around her with a curiosity that might be 

considered as an over-compensation for what she missed 

during her year-long forced stay in the asylum.  

Horn’s Arm Extensions (1968; Pl. 1) continues the ideas 

stemming from Finger Gloves, although there is a more obvious 

erotic element to this work than a suggestive one. The 

photograph shows the whole back and legs of a standing nude 

woman, from her shoulder-length brown hair to her feet, 

facing a white wall on a concrete floor. Her arms are wrapped 

and layered in a very thick padding of red bandages, from her 

elbows down to the supportive ground, so much so that they 

almost resemble enlarged boxing gloves; likewise, her body is 

wrapped from mid-torso to her ankles with the same red 

bandage, although it only circles around and cris-crosses her 

body minimally, displaying plenty of her flesh in-between. The 

erotic element comes into play because Horn toys with the 

tension between revealing and concealing the woman’s nude 

body: the buttocks are clearly discerned beneath the criss-

crossed fabric, and the viewer knows and understands that the 

woman’s breasts are also exposed but hidden from our gaze. 

Horn’s red straps may also allude to a possible erotic fantasy 

between doctor and patient, via the bonds that oscillate 

between domination and complicity. The bandages’ bright red 

shade is, of course, highly symbolic of many powerful bodily 

affects, including passion, blood, fury, emergencies, fire, 

danger, lust, and love. Bruno uses all kinds of descriptive 

language to describe how passion and illness can be bound 

together, literally and figuratively.29 The intermingling of these 

zones can be generatively applied to a feminist and disability 

reading as well, where rage and protest can find a home 

alongside a reclaiming of a sexual body that can be minimized 

and erased within a hospital setting.  

Another aspect of hospital aesthetics describes how imagery 

by artists showing disabled subjects have agency over their own 

sexuality.30 Sexual desire is commonly assumed by medical per-

sonnel to be non-existent for a disabled person. The BDSM 

(bondage and discipline, dominance and submission, and 

sadism and masochism) performances captured on film and 

video by Canadian-born, Black American disabled artist 

Panteha Abareshi (b. 1999) particularly resonates with Horn’s 

work, because she enlists hospital devices and props as fetishis-

tic tools to explore her own body—and her own experiences 

with sickle cell zero beta thalassemia, a genetic blood disorder—

within the constraints of bandages, canes, and walkers. Abareshi 

is interested in turning concrete physical forms into gestural 

abstractions as a metaphor for how her own body is studied, 

objectified, and dissected as a specimen in the hospital environ-

ment. Horn’s Arm Extensions might also be seen, then, as both a 

repression and expression of sexual desire bound to the trap-

pings of the hospital whilst giving us a hint of libidinal desire 

and fantasy beneath the medical sterile veneer. Another interest-

ing component is how Horn has restricted her own movement 

as part of her self-mummification process, where the red stumps 

suddenly become improvised bodily supports or pillars that  

connect her to the ground. Horn is literally disabling her body 

into alternative configurations that simultaneously limit and 

amplify its structural workings. The bandages are a material 

capable of stimulating and arousing both sexual and non-sexual 

possibilities for the body. Through the act of prohibiting move-

ment, Horn shows how we can conceive and articulate bodily 

movement or bodily stasis in line with a disabled equilibrium.  

Flowing from this work is Horn’s equally iconic Cornucopia, 
Séance for Two Breasts (1970; Figs. 3–4), another radical prosthesis 

composed of black fabric hollow tubes fitted over each breast, 

extended and curved off the breasts, and fused together over a 

mouthpiece strapped on the wearer ’s face. Nancy Spector 

describes this work as a desire for the body to be in 

communication with itself, given that the breasts and the mouth 

are literally being joined together.31 Yet, the mouthpiece could 

also be perceived as a physical block in communication, given 

that the woman’s lips are literally sealed from speaking. From a 

feminist and erotic perspective, Horn appears to give her wearer 

permission to self-pleasure and become more intimately 

connected to oneself. Spector equates this self-pleasuring and 

even sadomasochism with a “liberated and decisive female 

desire.”32 Bularca explores the work as a “self-centered 

instrument charged with a sense of self-nourishing,” where self-

pleasuring can be equated as a form of self-nourishment.”33 The 

title of the work, cornucopia, which means nourishment and 

abundance, also emphasizes these ideas. Incidentally, Horn 

seems to have excelled at visually replicating the latter meaning 

of cornucopia, an ornamental container shaped like a goat’s 

horn. Many iconic female figures have replicated the pointed 

cone bra, ranging from Marilyn Monroe to Madonna, to 

symbolize female empowerment and defiance. From a disability 

studies position, the horn can also allude to medical equipment, 

which likely inspired Horn during her hospital stay, more 

specifically for this piece the breathing tubes that disabled, sick, 

and immunocompromised individuals use. In some cases, 

breathing tubes are connected to ventilators to keep persons 

alive beyond the hospital setting, such as for disabled activist 

and writer Alice Wong.34 If the tube is a means to survival for a 

disabled person, then it is not a blockage but a type of umbilical 

cord, providing a vital connection to radical self-care and 

survival. Here, like breast-feeding and the act of nursing itself, 

Horn’s cornucopia prosthesis feeds the body in many physical, 

social, emotional, and sexual ways. 

 

For our current generation of disabled artists, Horn has 

provided an important template and choreography for 

bodily experimentation as it engages infirmity. This includes 

Yo-Yo Lin and Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen, both 

artists the focus of this continued discussion because of the 
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many connections their pieces have with Horn’s reflecting the 

genre of performance, and because each artist powerfully 

explores themes of movement and restriction, the body’s limits 

and possibilities, debilities and pliability. Other potential 

artists include Shawanda Corbett (b. 1989), Carmen Papalia, 

and those mentioned so far, Abareshi and Darling. Like Horn, 

each of these artists have devised idiosyncratic prostheses 

ranging from the comical to the formal, the antagonistic to the 

performative, as vehicles to explore spatial and psychosocial 

identity as it rubs up against metaphoric and literal limbs, 

wounds, and scars. In innumerable ways that share much in 

common with these disabled artist contemporaries, Horn’s 

work ducks and weaves across humor, antagonism, supercrip 

narrative, sexuality, and pathos.   

Currently based in Taipei, Lin, an interdisciplinary new 

media artist, uses animation, projection, movement, and 

performance to document and creatively engage with her 

chronic illness experience. Lin has been researching and 

developing these artistic methodologies to process and 

reclaim her chronic health trauma, building a space around 

the generative nature of chronic illness and disability, and 

facing an invisible  disability regarding the way she 

experiences reality, which is not often recognized by society 

at large. Of particular focus is Lin’s movement-based work, 

specifically The Walls of My Room Are Curved, performed in 

collaboration with Despina (a Brooklyn-based producer, DJ, 

and composer) at Gibney Dance in New York for forty-

minutes on December 13, 2019; and the one-hour 

performance channels, in collaboration with Despina and 

Pelenakeke Brown (b. 1988), commissioned by The Shed in 

New York, and performed on July 8 and 9, 2020.  

In The Walls of My Room Are Curved (Figs. 5–6), Lin attaches 

numerous sonic devices to her body as it moves to capture 

the sounds that her body makes in space. Living with a 
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Fig. 5. Yo-Yo Lin, The Walls of My Room Are Curved (2019), courtesy of 
artist Yo-Yo Lin. Photo by Steve Dabal.

Fig. 6. Yo-Yo Lin, The Walls of My Room Are Curved (2019), courtesy of 
artist Yo-Yo Lin. Photo by Steve Dabal.



connective tissue disorder, the microphones that have been 

taped and wired to Lin’s small frame pick up the creaks, 

crackles, and crunches as her bones and joints shift, extend, 

and rotate. Joining Lin in this performance was her 

collaborator, Despina, an electronic musician who used Lin’s 

body sounds as an impetus to synthesize new beats into a 

musical score in real time.35 On Lin’s artist website, it states:  

 

This generative feedback loop of dance creating music/ 

music creating dance blurs the lines between body and 

musical instrument, organic and synthetic, human and 

device. ‘The walls of my room are curved’ is an 

invocation to listen deeply to the body, a challenge to 

crip the cyborg figure, and a meditation on the promise 

(and process) for interdependence.36  

 

 

These themes productively link to the works by Horn 

discussed in the previous section, where the artist’s 

intermingling with her prosthetic creations equally provokes 

theorizing around the cyborg, intersubjectivity, and relations 

with the self and others, how the body can be constrained and 

full of possibility at once. Lin’s very clever prosthetic devices 

for amplifying her body through sound can also be equated to 

the way Horn also literally elongates her own sensorial 

capacities, be it through red-bandaged pillars, extra-long 

fingers, or horned breasts. Horn’s Measure Box shares similar 

attributes to Lin’s curved room, where both are private 

dwellings offering new spatial orientations and disorientations 

during periods of isolation, frustration, and eventually, 

regeneration. Horn’s box and Lin’s room share uncanny 

psycho-geographic properties that truly convey not only how 

Horn’s work can be productively theorized in a disability 

aesthetics framework, but how she provides a clear prototype 

for a new generation of sick and immunocompromised artists.  

Lin’s channels (Pl. 2–3) was similarly executed to The Walls 
of My Room Are Curved, although in this iteration of her 

performance, she worked with more collaborators, including 

interdisciplinary artist Brown, who is based in New Zealand 

and participated in the performance virtually.37 As the 

performance’s name implies, channels  (split into three 

thematic circuits) attempted to explore the many sensory 

circuits and pathways of Lin’s body, which includes both 

physical and metaphysical interconnecting webs of 

information.38 While Lin amplified the crunchy noises of her 

bodily tissues, as she did in The Walls of My Room Are Curved, 

she also wove into the piece other embodied performers to 

illustrate the body’s interdependent relationships of caring 

from the perspective of someone with an immuno-

compromised health condition.39 An important, overarching 

concept of this performance was Lin’s focus on qi (chi), a term 

from Eastern and Chinese medicine and philosophy referring 

to the circulating life force. Once again, Despina turned Lin’s 

embodied sounds into a generative and experimental 

soundscape. Lin used her body as an instrument in much the 

same way that Horn wielded her prosthetic armature; 

another generative comparison was how both wanted to 

make visible the seemingly invisible nature of their illnesses, 

the pain and slow process of healing and recovery. Like 

Horn, whose completed sketches during her stay in hospital 

provided much information and content for her sculptures, 

Lin has kept a Pain Resilience Journal  since 2019 that 

documents and archives all her soft data.40 Throughout each 

year, the artist will record seven different dimensions of her 

illness every day, which includes feeling chronic pain, 

logistical problems (for example, when she must ask for 
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Fig. 7. Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen, Am I Your Inspiration, 
Really? (2021), photograph and performance costume: empathy 
objects–series, recycled textiles, garden chair, wheelchair wheels, hand 
embroidery and honeycomb pleating, 27 1/2” x 27 1/2” x 51 1/8”. Dress, 
photo, and copyright: Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen. Modelling: 
Counsellor of Social Welfare Sari Loijas with her guide dog, Citta.



Pl. 4. Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen, Form (selection of stills from video), performance, and paper costume, 35 1/2 “x 35 1/2”  
x 43 1/4”. Made for Möykky Club, 28 August 2020, hosted by Nuoren Voiman Liitto at Suvilahti, Helsinki, dress, film stills and 
copyright: Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen.

Pl. 5. Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen, 
Am I Your Inspiration, Really? (2021), 
photograph and performance costume: 
empathy objects–series, recycled textiles, 
garden chair, wheelchair wheels, hand 
embroidery and honeycomb pleating, 
27 1/2” x 27 1/2” x 51 1/8”. Dress, photo, 
and copyright: Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-
Heimonen. Modelling: Counsellor of 
Social Welfare Sari Loijas with her guide 
dog, Citta.



help), body image, social pressures, doctor visits (inclusive of 

at-home care), future visions, and past memories. The journal 

was an opportunity for the artist to think about how better to 

put language to her chronic illness experience that wasn’t 

coming from a medicalized perspective. For channels, Lin also 

performed inside a transparent cube-like structure on the 

main stage made up of sheer curtains that illuminated the 

artist at play inside, whilst colorful projections of neon 

squiggles, lines, and circles animated the walls with 

spontaneous and interpretive movement.  

 

Wallinheimo-Heimonen is a Finnish artist and activist 

with an interdisciplinary art practice primarily focused 

on disability rights and disability justice. Born with 

osteogenesis imperfecta (a genetic bone disorder also known 

as brittle bone disease), she is also interested in violence 

wrought against women and disabled people, especially when 

care is turned into acts of discrimination. Her work has 

recently come to greater prominence as it was displayed in the 

Finnish Pavilion at the 60th Venice Biennale in Italy in 2024, 

featured in the project The Pleasures We Choose, where an artist 

with a disability was represented in a national pavilion for one 

of the first times ever at this prestigious international art 

exhibition.41  

In her 2020 performance, Form (Pl. 4), Wallinheimo-

Heimonen created a long banner-like dress of repeating, 

government paper forms that she loosely wrapped around her 

body like a billowing scarf.42 The document is the EV256 

distributed by the Finnish National Pension Fund named 

KELA, and every few years, disabled Finnish citizens must fill 

it out by answering open-ended questions about their 

impairments to qualify for the pension. In a statement on her 

website, Wallinheimo-Heimonen writes: 

 

PWDs [People With Disabilities] have to sell their privacy 

to get money and services. Instead of recognizing 

strengths and abilities … society is teaching us to define 

our precious bodies as a list of faults. Our benefit system 

is symptom-centric. It doesn´t focus on structural barriers 

that threaten people’s dreams and well-being. Forms can 

even be harmful because such a negative way of defining 

oneself affects the self-image and can make PWD more 

vulnerable to ill-treatment and abuse.43  

 

In the stills from Form, Wallinheimo-Heimonen looks as though 

she is tossing the papers through the air with one hand whilst 

leaning on her black crutch in the other image. The fanning 

ribbon across her body does similar work to Horn’s bandages, 

which constrain, bind, and liberate in one swoop. Scholar Jos 

Boys, who trained as an architect and works in feminist, 

disability and community-based practice, calls the artist’s action 

a refusal to answer questions that only perceive the disabled 

body as “a malfunctioning deviation from the norm, [which] 

only deserves basic functional support.”44 Wallinheimo-

Heimonen’s rejection and critique of simplistic and degrading 

categorizations have been treated with wit, irony, and playful 

humor, where the apparatus of the government becomes the 

material with which to file scathing artistic critique. This is once 

more akin to Horn’s own work where her bandages evoke 

emotive memories from periods of isolation and loneliness, 

which the artist was keen to reject, given the lack of agency and 

control she had over her environment and her body. 

In Am I Your Inspiration, Really? (2022; Pl. 5 and Fig. 7), 

Wallinheimo-Heimonen alludes to a common ire for the 

disabled community—the tendency for non-disabled people to 

treat disabled people as overly sentimental inspirations, a.k.a. 

“inspiration porn.” The late, Australian disabled activist, Stella 

Young, is an idol for Wallinheimo-Heimonen, as Young 

tirelessly advocated against inspiration porn and famously 

gave a TED Talk about the dangers of it.45 Young also had 

osteogenesis imperfecta like Wallinheimo-Heimonen. In her 

piece, we see the torso of a standing, tall white woman, with a 

big smile and short blonde bob, wearing an ornate floor-length 

white dress encased inside a wheelchair.46 The woman does not 

sit, but stands, so her legs look as though they have busted 

through the seat of the wheelchair. The wheelchair seat 

cushion encircles her waist; the wheels rest against each side of 

her body; and her back rubs up against the wheelchair’s back 

and headrest. Wallinheimo-Heimonen selected Sari Loijas to 

be her model for this work. Loijas has low vision and is 

accompanied by her guide dog, Citta, in part of the 

performance (she also works as a counsellor of social welfare). 

By donning an evening gown with the wheelchair, the artist 

comments about how disability ought to be integrated into 

fashion and considered part of the literal fabric of our culture. 

Wallinheimo-Heimonen asks, “Why [can’t] the most common 

symbol of ours—the wheelchair—[…] be part of an evening 

gown for walking people as well?”47 Further, the wearable 

sculpture is a statement about access and lack of access, how 

the wheelchair is still considered an anomaly, and how it is a 

prosthesis that marks the user as atypical who must function 

in a society that wasn’t architecturally built for the 

wheelchair’s use. Horn used the wheelchair in various ways 

throughout her body of work, particularly characters in her 

films that were wheelchair users. The wheelchair was an 

important prosthetic device that impacted Horn’s 

development of her own prosthetic creations, given the regular 

contact she likely had with them in the hospital and the 

sanatorium. Like Horn’s hybrid experiments, where the 

female figure came into contact with cockfeathers, fans, and 

corporal extensions of all kinds, in this work, Wallinheimo-

Heimonen, too, has provided us with an unusual 

configuration for a wheelchair and its unlikely user to give 

voice to a prosthetic aesthetic within a framework of disability 

justice and disability activism. 

This essay argued that Rebecca Horn’s early work, 

conceived during her time grappling with a serious lung 

infection in hospital and then sanatorium—her lived 

experience—had monumental impact on her art practice that 

must move beyond simple acknowledgement for her larger 

career. Her work must be analyzed and discussed within a 

disability studies framework, pushing beyond art historical 

discourse in Surrealism, performance, body art, and even 

feminist art. Horn’s lived experience as a sick person is an 
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important and vital part of the work of disability studies, and, 

therefore, this part of Horn’s experience and how it impacted 

the aesthetics and the development of her praxis must be taken 

into consideration. The title of this essay—“a firm infirmity”—

thus alludes to the thinking about Horn’s illness that is 

required in application to her art, in much richer, deeper, and 

more meaningful ways, that can help all of us gain even more 

understanding and perspectives on her practice. Horn’s 

remarkable prosthetic aesthetics is inextricably entwined with 

disability aesthetics and hospital aesthetics, all of which 

emanated from primitive drawings in a sketchbook as she lay 

isolated in a hospital bed. Further, her work has discernable 

connections to younger generations of disabled, sick, and 

immunocompromised artists like Lin and Wallinheimo-

Heimonen. Examining the incredible similarities across each of 

their practices has proved enlightening because it further 

reinforces how Horn’s work is much more akin to disability 

aesthetics than we may have initially realized. As art history 

begins to reconcile with disability studies and how it can—and 

must—be integrated into its hallowed halls, the analyses 

presented in this essay demonstrate how a generative 

discourse can play out when these two fields are productively 

braided together. • 
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